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 Abstract 
 
Now that governments around the world are adopting a marketing orientation, they 
are recognising the importance of customer satisfaction. This paper reports the 
findings of a survey of 454 complainants to the Office of Fair Trading.  As such, it is 
one of the first studies in academic research to examine satisfaction with a 
government third party complaints agency. Regression analysis was conducted to 
analyse the relationships between attribute-level satisfaction, satisfaction with the 
entire service, key service outcomes and consumer demographics.  The main finding, 
and one which contrasts with a cost-benefit approach to complaint behaviour, is that 
those who sought and gained no financial redress were equally satisfied with the 
outcome, as those who sought and gained dollars.  No matter how small the amount at 
stake, complainants reported higher satisfaction when the outcome was equivalent or 
greater than what they sought, and less satisfaction when the outcome was less than 
what they sought.  
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Introduction 
 
In the past decade, many public sector organisations around the world have adopted a 
marketing orientation.  Implementing the marketing concept in the public sector has 
required a change of focus from the traditional production orientation to a focus on 
customer needs.  In order to assess the extent to which customer needs are being met, 
the public sector has had to consider the issue of customer satisfaction (Dann, 2004).  
The difficulty in achieving this shift, however, is that there is limited research 
available on customer satisfaction with government services. The objective of this 
paper is to investigate consumer satisfaction in a government third-party agency.This 
paper presents findings from a study of consumer satisfaction with the services of the 
Queensland Office of Fair Trading (OFT).  A key function of the OFT is to provide 
dispute resolution and investigation of consumer complaints relating to purchases 
from Queensland businesses. 
 
Literature 
 
Most of the limited published research into customer satisfaction with the public 
sector has focused on the healthcare sector (Choi, Cho, Lee and Lee, Kim, 2004; 
Jimmieson and Griffin, 1998; Spicer, 2002). One of the few academic studies on 
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satisfaction with a government 3rd party complaints agency focuses on satisfaction 
with two complaint handling processes rather than antecedents of complaints (Owens 
and Hausknecht 1999). Given the large financial benefit these agencies have for 
consumers, the role they play in enforcing integrity and fair play in the marketplace 
and the economic impact of consumer and business confidence, it would appear 
timely to investigate the the key drivers of  satisfaction for a government 3rd party 
agency. Customer satisfaction is an evaluation or cognitive appraisal of an object 
(Oliver, 1997) with either the entire service or with attributes of the service (attribute-
level satisfaction).  It can be measured at either an overall level (for all prior 
experiences with the service) or transaction-specific level (for a particular service-
encounter) (Jones and Suh, 2000).  While some authors posit that overall satisfaction 
is a more valuable indicator than transaction-specific satisfaction (see Anderson, 
Fornell and Lehmann, 1994), it really depends on the nature of the service interaction. 
Given that the focus of our study is the Queensland Office of Fair Trading (OFT), 
transaction-specific satisfaction is more appropriate as most customers have one-off 
or infrequent interactions with the OFT. Thus we hypothesise: H1. High levels of 
satisfaction with the service attributes will be associated with high levels of 
satisfaction with the entire service. 
 
Complaints to a third-party are considered the most effortful of all complaint 
behaviour and are defined as “behaviours that are directed toward one or more 
agencies that are not directly involved in the exchange relationship” (Singh, 1989, 
p333).  Complaining to a third party is almost a last-resort action, as consumers tend 
to engage in a hierarchical process of actions following a dissatisfactory purchase 
experience.  Voice and private complaints are classified as “easy options” with third 
party complaints being a “hard” action as the effort required to complain to a third 
party is higher and thus more rare (Hogarth et al., 2001; Singh and Wilkes, 1996).  
This study seeks to understand the relationship between the service outcomes and 
satisfaction.  Key service outcomes for the OFT have been identified as: redress 
outcomes (Bearden and Mason, 1984) and timeliness of dealing with the complaint 
(Davidow, 2003).  Finally this study seeks to identify key customer characteristics 
that may also influence satisfaction, as previous research has identified demographics 
characteristics as a attribute of complainants (Warland et al, 1975; Bearden and 
Mason, 1984).  
 
The key service outcomes relate to the financial redress sought, redress amount 
sought, redress outcome and the timeliness of the complaint resolution. Current 
research tends to adopt an economic (cost-benefit) explanation for customer 
complaints where the focus is on the amount of redress sought. That is, consumers are 
thought to be more likely to complain to suppliers, family/friends and 3rd parties if the 
amount at stake/lost is high (Bearden and Mason, 1984; Hogarth et al., 2001; Singh, 
1989; Singh and Wilkes, 1996).  However, given the social justice role often ascribed 
to government agencies, complaints to third-parties may not always reflect this 
approach.  It is possible that consumers undertake effort to complain when there is 
minimal or no money at stake. In cases where there is no financial redress being 
sought, it is likely that these small claims are easier to resolve and thus customers are 
more likely to be satisfied.  We therefore hypothesise: H2. The financial nature of the 
redress sought will be associated with satisfaction.  Prior research shows that 
consumers complain to third parties when the amount at stake is higher (redress 
amount sought) (Bearden and Mason, 1984). Thus, we hypothesize that for 
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consumers who are seeking financial redress: H3. the amount of redress will have an 
association with satisfaction.  
 
The redress outcome of the complaint process is also likely to have an effect on 
customer satisfaction with the overall service.  Previous studies have identified a 
strong link between the amount of redress and customer satisfaction (Spreng, Harrell 
and Mackoy, 1995; Davidow and Leigh, 1998). Davidow (2003) proposes a hierarchy 
of outcomes that affect customer satisfaction:  no redress is likely to result in 
dissatisfaction, partial redress is better than no redress and full redress is likely to gain 
high levels of satisfaction. Thus we hypothesise:  H4: High levels of redress will be 
associated with high levels of customer satisfaction.  There is contradictory evidence 
in the literature on the effect of timeliness on satisfaction with complaint handling 
(e.g. Gilly and Gelb 1982; Durvasula, Lysonksi and Mehta 2000).  Davidow (2003) 
proposes that speed of resolution may not always result in satisfaction with the 
complaint handling.  This research aims to empirically test this proposition: H5. There 
will be no relationship between timeliness and satisfaction. 
 
Previous research indicates that differences in demographic characteristics will 
influence the level of satisfaction experienced by customers.  For example, older 
consumers are more likely to be satisfied compared to younger consumers.  Some 
researchers propose that this finding is due to the deterioration in their information-
processing abilities (Gilly and Zeithaml, 1985), but the difference may also be due to 
greater experience. Gender has also been found to influence satisfaction; men are 
more likely to be satisfied than women (Westbrook 1980).  It may be that women tend 
to have higher expectations when judging the quality of services (Callan and 
Bowman, 2000).  Alternatively, as one study revealed, men tend to consider less 
information and take ‘shortcuts’ when evaluating service cues (Laroche, Saad, 
Cleveland and Browne, 2000).  Finally, a relationship between income level and 
satisfaction has also been observed.  Scott and Shieff (1993) found that upper income 
respondents had lower expectations of interaction speed and accessibility compared to 
lower income segments.   Thus, we hypothesise:  H6: There will be a relationship 
between the demographic characteristics of complainants and  levels of customer 
satisfaction. 
 
Method 
 
Data for this research was obtained from the Queensland Office of Fair Trading.  As 
part of its mission to ensure marketplace integrity for both businesses and consumers 
(DTRFT 2003), a key function of the OFT is to provide dispute resolution and 
investigation of consumer complaints relating to purchases.  The key attributes of the 
OFT service delivery have been identified by the Queensland Government and are 
detailed in Appendix A.  The impact of the OFT on Queensland society is significant.  
In 2002-03 $4.2 million in redress and savings was obtained on behalf of consumers 
(DTRFT 2003). As part of the commitment of the OFT to customer service, it has 
commenced measuring customer satisfaction with its service delivery.  The purpose of 
this research is to identify how attributes of the complaint itself and consumer 
characteristics relate to customer satisfaction.  A survey was conducted amongst 
complainants to the OFT using computer assisted telephone interviewing (CATI).  A 
random selection was taken from 2786 customers whose complaint had been finalised 
in the last twelve months and who had indicated they would be available for follow-
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up by the OFT. A useable sample of 760 was obtained (removal of disconnected 
numbers, answering machines and wrong numbers) resulting in a sample of 454, 
representing a response rate of 59.7%.  Consumers were asked to consider their most 
recent contact with the OFT when answering questions.  
 
Transaction-specific satisfaction with the attributes was measured using seven items 
(attributes were pre-determined by the Queensland government and detailed in 
appendix A) using a 5-point Likert scale. Satisfaction with the entire service was 
also measured using a 5-point Likert scale with a single item “I’d like you to tell me 
how satisfied or dissatisfied you were with the overall quality of the service you 
received”. The satisfaction data was then matched with the OFT data pertaining to 
that particular complaint.   
 
Key service outcomes of redress outcomes and timeliness were calculated from 
transaction records. Redress outcome was calculated by deducting the amount 
obtained from the amount sought and then classifying the results into full redress 
(redress sought was obtained) or partial/nil (total redress sought was not obtained) 
(dichotomous). Financial redress sought was calculated by classifying whether the 
consumer was seeking financial or other redress (dichotomous). The redress amount 
sought was the amount of money stated on the complaint form as the desired outcome 
of the complaint.  Finally timeliness was calculated as the number of days the 
complaint took to finalise (date finalised less date complaint lodged).  Demographic 
information was obtained from the OFT records of details recorded on the complaint 
form.  This included age categories, gender and income categories. 
 
Results  
 
The demographic characteristics of the sample are detailed in Appendix B Table 1 and 
attributes of the complaint in Appendix B Table 2. Reliability and validity tests were 
conducted on the satisfaction with the attributes items using Cronbach alpha and item-
to-total correlations (reliability) and factor analysis (validity).  Satisfaction with the 
entire service was measured using a single-item measure. Satisfaction with the 
attributes formed a single factor solution, all items had loadings >0.3, the Cronbach 
alpha was 0.82, explained variance was 46% and all item-to-total correlations 
exceeded the minimum threshold of 0.30.  Individual satisfaction items correlated 
significantly with the single-item measure of satisfaction with the entire service. 
Satisfaction with staff had the highest correlation with satisfaction with the entire 
service and satisfaction with ease of finding the OFT had the lowest.  
 
Regression analysis was used to examine how different satisfaction attributes 
affected satisfaction with the entire service.  The results (detailed in table 3 in 
appendix B) showed a significant positive relationship between consumer satisfaction 
with staff knowledge of their subject (B=.282, p=.000), the helpfulness of staff 
(B=.235, p=.001) and the outcome received or achieved (B=.422, p=.000) with 
satisfaction with the entire service.  This explained 70% of the variance and shows 
support for H1 High levels of satisfaction with the service attributes will be associated 
with high levels of satisfaction with the entire service.   
 
The relationship between financial redress sought and satisfaction with the entire 
service was analysed using linear regression, however no significant relationship were 
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found. Thus the findings indicate that it makes no difference whether the consumer is 
seeking financial restitution or another type of redress.  Thus H2. The financial nature 
of the redress sought will be associated with satisfaction.  was not supported.   The 
relationship between redress amount sought and satisfaction with the entire 
service was also analysed and no relationship was found, thus supporting H3. The 
amount of redress sought will have no association with satisfaction.  
 
Regression analysis was performed to test if there was a relationship between redress 
outcome and satisfaction with the entire service (see Appendix B Table 3).   It was 
found that the redress outcome (full or partial/nil) was a significant factor influencing 
satisfaction (B=-.327, p=000).  So while the amount obtained/not obtained did not 
significantly affect satisfaction with the entire service, whether the redress was full or 
partial/nil did have an effect. Thus H4: High levels of redress will be associated with 
high levels of customer satisfaction is supported.  The time taken by OFT to finalise a 
complaint was not a significant influence on satisfaction with the entire service and 
thus H5. There will be no relationship between timeliness and satisfaction was 
supported.   Finally, a test of the impact of demographic characteristics on 
satisfaction with the entire service only found gender was found to be statistically 
significant (B=.127, p.025).  Levene’s test for equality of variances showed that 
females were more satisfied with overall quality than men (F=6.97, p=.000). Thus H6: 
There will be relationship between the demographic characteristics of complainants 
and levels of customer  satisfaction is only partially supported. 
 
Discussion, implications and conclusion 
 
This research examined how redress outcome, redress sought, timeliness and 
demographic characteristics relate to customer satisfaction with a government third 
party complaints agency.   In contrast to most satisfaction research, which assesses 
satisfaction with the entire service only, we measured both satisfaction with the entire 
service and attribute-level satisfaction.  This allows deeper understanding of which  
service attributes are areas for improvement in service delivery (Rust, Zohorik and 
Keningham, 1995).  Measuring both types of satisfaction also overcomes the potential 
of masking variation in satisfaction with different aspects of service delivery.   The 
time taken by OFT to finalise a complaint was not a significant influence on 
satisfaction with the entire service. This is consistent with the findings of Blodgett, 
Hill and Tax (1997) who found no effect of timeliness on repurchase intentions or 
word-of-mouth and supports Davidow’s (2003) assertion that “the sooner the better” 
is not necessarily true.  This research also revealed that, no matter how small the 
amount at stake, complainants are more satisfied with the service from a government 
third party complaints agency when the outcome is equivalent to what they sought, 
and less satisfied when the outcome is less than what they sought.  This finding 
contrasts with the traditional cost-benefit approach to complaint behaviour, and 
warrants further investigation in future research. 
 
The findings of the research provide important insights into consumer attitudes 
towards 3rd party complaint handling in highlighting that money is not the key factor 
for overall satisfaction.  What is more important for the consumer is that they obtain 
what they seek (not always financial redress) in a timely manner by helpful 
knowledgeable staff.  Managerial implications are that government organisations need 
to ensure that staff are well trained, well informed and resist the temptation to place 
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more importance on higher financial claims for redress.  The limitations of this 
research are that the study is a single organisation and involves only transaction –
specific satisfaction.  Future research should examine other government agencies that 
resolve complaints (i.e. health and police) and contexts where the cumulative effect of 
satisfaction exists.  Finally additional research is required to investigate why males 
were less satisfied with the complaints resolution service of a government third party. 
In conclusion, this research has contributed to the non-profit field of research by 
demonstrating that redress and gender are important factors influencing satisfaction 
with a government service. 
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Appendix A 
 
Measures of satisfaction with the key attributes of Office of Fair Trading service delivery  
(1 – 5 scale: 1 very dissatisfied and 5 very satisfied) 
With the number of staff you spoke to or dealt with before receiving the service you needed 
The staff’s knowledge of their subject  
The helpfulness of the staff 
The politeness of the staff 
The length of time you waited before you spoke to or received contact from a staff member 
The outcome received or achieved if relevant) 
The ease with which you could find the Fair Trading office (if relevant) 
The cleanliness and tidiness of the Fair Trading office (if relevant) 
 
Appendix B 
Table 1 Demographic characteristics  
Age Income Gender 
under 20yrs 1.6% <$20k 26.8% Male 53.8 
20 – 35yrs 33.4% $21k - $50k 42.3% Female 46.2 
36 – 50yrs 35.8% $51k - $75k 19.0%  
51 – 70yrs 24.6% >$75k 12.0%   
71+ 4.7%     
 
Table 2 Redress sought and obtained 
 Average Amount 
sought 
Average 
Amount 
obtained
Average Difference 
between amount sought 
and gained
Average Time taken by 
OFT to finalise 
complaint 
Mean 
 
$773.97 $347.14 -$330.70 88.74 days 
 
Table 3 Regression results for consumer satisfaction with the entire service  
Independent variables Standardised 
Coefficients 
Significant 
 Level 
Attribute level satisfaction   
Adjusted R2 =0 .033  
Satisfaction with the number of staff spoken to or dealt 
with before receiving the service 
 0.024 0.697 
Satisfaction with the staff knowledge of their subject  0.282 0.000* 
Satisfaction with the helpfulness of the staff  0.235 0.001* 
Satisfaction with the politeness of the staff -0.027 0.657 
Satisfaction with the length of time before spoken to or 
received contact from a staff member 
 0.114 
  
0.079 
Satisfaction with the outcome received or achieved  0.422 0.000* 
Satisfaction with the ease of finding the FTO -0.029 0.577 
Demographics   
Adjusted R2 =0 .698    
Gender  0.127 0.025* 
Age -0.036 0.647 
Income -0.083 0.150 
Service Outcomes   
Adjusted R2 =0 .016   
Financial redress sought (financial or non/financial) -0.113 0.083 
Redress amount sought (actual $) -0.067 0.308 
Redress outcome (full or partial/nil) -0.327 0.000* 
Timeliness  0.020 0.761 
Adjusted R2 =0 .083  
 
